Introduction
Competences, understood as those skills, talents and capabilities of higher education graduates that contribute to multi-factor productivity gains, are perceived as a key element for sustainable economic growth and development in the globalised economy (Romer, 1987; Hartog, 1992 ). Reviews of literature in both the research and policy arenas reveal that there is often little definitional and conceptual distinction between the terms competences and skills and that attributes often characterized as personal qualities also appear on list of competences (Weinert, 2001) . In public discourse and sometimes also in specialized literature, there is a tendency to use terms such as skill, qualification, competence, and literacy, either imprecisely or interchangeably, in order to describe what individuals must learn, know, or be able to do to succeed in school, at the workplace, or in social life.
Education is widely considered an indispensable aspect of any and all conceptual and practical approaches to these issues, as evidenced by the everincreasing emphasis that is placed on education as a resource and asset for individual and social achievement (Belfied, Bullock and Fielding, 1999) . With his heightened attention on education, tomorrow's curriculum has become a relevant topic for political discourse and education reform efforts all over the world. There is a growing concern among governments and the general public about the adequacy and quality of education and training, as well as the economic and social returns on public educational expenditures. From the society perspective, educational outcomes are seen as crucial factors for productivity and competitiveness (Buchel, 2002) . The importance of worker quality, skills, and competences as key for survival and "the first strategic factor that can be used to boost productivity and market competitiveness" (Callieri, 2001 ) was underscored by various commentators from the business perspective (Farrugia, 2001; Oliva, 2003) . Several approaches have emphasized competences via the perspective of a successful life and a well-functioning society, conceiving the potential societal benefits of a well-educated citizenry as including a productive economy, democratic processes, social cohesion, and peace. At the individual level, the potential benefits of competences entail successful participation in the labour market, in political processes, and in social networks; and meaningful interpersonal relations and general satisfaction with one's life Heijke, Meng and Ramaekers, 2002; Allen and Van der Velden, 2001 ).
In the last two decades, horizontal educational and professional mobility became more widespread among countries with similar qualities of the education system and with a similar stage of economic development. Scientific and technological progress, especially in the communications industry, have promoted international integration and cooperation but also intensified international competition. In order to develop quick responses to the challenges of this new order while safeguarding and improving their socio-economic standards, European countries have recognised knowledge as their most valuable resource for fuelling economic growth. Where people acquire knowledge, learn skills and transform them into competence for meaningful use, they not only stimulate economic and technological progress, but also derive much personal satisfaction and well-being from their endeavours.
Faced with EU enlargement, an ageing population, rising migration, increasingly complex career paths, consistently high levels of unemployment and the associated risk of social exclusion, European countries have started to take a closer look at those competences likely to be needed by adults in the future.
European countries are increasingly concerned to identify the competences, skills, knowledge, abilities and attitudes that will equip their citizens to play an active part in this emerging knowledge-driven society. Efforts to determine the core attributes needed to participate effectively in political, economic, social and cultural activities are being pursued at national and international level (Rychen and Salganik, 2003) . The relationship between competences and employment is not really clear.
But clear is that there is a discrepancy between the acquisition of competences, e.g. during study, and the requirement of competences at a later time period, e.g. for professional work. This paper contributes to the identification of a valuable set of key competences relevant to graduates' professional success. We For that purpose, we used the multivariate correspondence analysis as a tool of data analysis presented in section 2 together with the data; section 3 presents the results, and section 4 provides conclusions and implications for policy matters.
Methodology and data
Correspondence analysis is a descriptive/exploratory technique designed to analyse simple two-way and multi-way tables containing some measure of correspondence between the rows and columns. These methods were originally rows. Afterwards we hypothesize that we could find a lower-dimensional space, in which to position the row points in a manner that retains all, or almost all, of the information about the differences between the rows. We could then present all information about the similarities between the rows in a simple one, two, or mdimensional graph. While this may not appear to be particularly useful for small tables, we can easily imagine how the presentation and interpretation of very large tables could greatly benefit from the simplification that can be achieved via correspondence analysis A major difference between correspondence analysis and most other techniques for categorical data analysis lies in the use of models ( Van der Heijden et al., 1989; Goodman, 1986) . In correspondence analysis it is claimed that no underlying distribution has to be assumed and no model has to be hypothesized, but a decomposition of the data is obtained in order to study their "structure".
However, conclusions about the data may not be generalized at population level as suggested by Greenacre (1984) .
The data used in this research was taken from a major representative survey comparing the situation of graduates from higher education institutions.
More than 36,000 graduates from twelve countries holding a higher education degree were surveyed four years after graduation (graduates from 1995 were The CHEERS database addressed information with respect to 36 different items representing demands for and supplies of competences. Graduates were asked to indicate on an ordered scale ranking from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a very high extent), the extent to which they had a given competence at time of graduation (the acquired level of competence) and the extent to which this given competence was required in their current work (the required level of competence). 
Results

Results by country
The application of multiple correspondence analysis shows that 33 percent of the explanatory capacity of the model is due to the first axis (dimension 1) and 22 percent due to the second axis (dimension 2). A visualization of the results is presented in Figure 1 . Looking at the plot of row and column points in Figure 1 with twodimensional space for the second group of European countries, one can observe that the United Kingdom has a more separate position defined by its closer vicinity to the competence of documenting ideas and information (a11) and the big distance to the competence related to foreign language proficiency (a5).
For a more detailed description, we plot (see Figure 2 ) the third and fourth dimension allowing us to explain 82 percent of the total capacity of the model (additional 16 percent is explained by the third dimension and 11 percent by the fourth dimension). In Figure 2 , we can appreciate that, on one hand, Austria and Germany are a new group and Czech Republic, on the other hand. With respect the overall level of competences acquired leadership (a35), negotiating (a20), working in a team (a24), creativity (a16), taken responsibilities, decisions (a36), and loyalty, integrity (a30) are less provided by the Austrian and German higher education system than the rest of European countries analysed. On the other hand, it could be said that the higher education system of Czech Republic provides on average less level of competences related to planning, co-ordinating and organising (a8), applying rules and regulations (a9) and documenting ideas and information (a11) compared to the rest of European countries in our analysis. 
Results by level of annual gross income
The multiple correspondence analysis applied to eight different levels of annual gross income is presented in Figure 5 . In this case, we plot only twodimensional space, where 45 percent of the total inertia is explained by the first axis (dimension 1) and 20 percent by the second axis (dimension 2). A visualization of the row and column points allow us to define 5 different levelincome groups: the highest income group greater than 70 thousand of euro (group 1), 60-70 income group (group 2), 40-60 (group 3), 30-40 (group 4), and the lowest income group less than 30 thousand of euro (group 5).
A first relevant result is that the better paid group is related to a specific group of competences whereas the rest of groups have a similar structure in regard to competences. Results suggest that those jobs with higher requirement of working in a team (r24), getting personally involved (r29), understanding complex social, organisational and technical system (r7), problem-solving ability (1 < 10; 2 = 10-20; 3 = 20-30; 4 = 30-40; 5 = 40-50; 6 = 50-60; 7 = 60-70; 8 > 70) 
Conclusions
In this paper we have applied an exploratory methodology for analysing: a) Whether exist a country or filed of study pattern in regard to competences;
b) The influence of required and acquired competences of European higher education graduates on the monetary benefits of education.
Results show that, at least in our sample, it does exist a specific pattern for countries in regard to the competences acquired by higher education graduates in the educational and training system. Based on this criteria European countries in our sample can be classified in Mediterranean (France, Italy and This paper has also another result: the validity of the methodology that we have applied for differentiating a very complex set of variables and characteristics.
